To: Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks
Attention: Statewide Fisheries Management Program and Guide comments
1420 E. 6™ Ave.
P.O. Box 200701
Helena, MT 59620-0701

Comments on the Statewide Fisheries Management Program and Guide

From: Flathead Valley Chapter Trout Unlimited

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Statewide Fisheries Management Program and Guide.
The Flathead Valley Chapter of Trout Unlimited represents nearly 400 anglers and conservation-minded
members in Northwest Montana committed to keeping our aquatic resource a national treasure. Our
comments will necessarily be mainly in regard to the sections affecting waters of Northwest Montana.

First of all, what happened to the “Plan” for fisheries management? The name change in the new
document is concerning to us. The introduction states that ““The name was changed because the plan was
not prescriptive in that it did not propose specific management actions if defined goals or objectives were
not met.”” While the 2013 plan “provides a framework and directions” for “managing the state’s fishery
resources” the new proposed plan according to Eileen Ryce ““is a resource for anglers and others who
want to know about how FWP programs help to ensure a great experience on Montana’s waters,”

It appears that a “management plan” to provide direction has morphed into a mere angler’s guide to
current conditions. The 2013 Fisheries Management Plan as well as the current proposal does provide
specific management direction in that it lays out “how” and “why” we manage our fisheries resources for
FWP staff. The plan was to ““provide overarching direction and guidance to Managers” and ““provides
specific fisheries management direction for 40 drainages in the state. The plan also lays out
“Management Types” for any given situation. This seems “prescriptive” to us. However, this document
does not lay out any specific commitment from FWP to future actions that will conserve or improve our
fisheries.

Either we have a management plan to lay out future management of our fisheries that the department will
attempt to follow, or we have an anglers guide. It doesn’t seem that this document adequately provides
either.
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Although several of our previous comments on the 2013-2018 plan were addressed in the new draft, some
of our past comments remain relevant to the current draft proposal.

Thank you for addressing the drastic effects of the changing climate in Montana in at least a
perfunctory way in the Aquatic Habitat Program section. The effects of warming waters are being
felt across the state and will have harsh consequences for the cool waters of Northwest Montana.
We are seeing the expansion of invasive fish species across our region due to small changes in
water temperatures that will only increase in the future. Rainbow trout are rapidly expanding their
range in the Flathead Basin due to the effects of small changes in water temperature. Smallmouth
bass populations in the Lower Flathead River are expanding into the mainstem Clark Fork and
other waters as the water warms. Northern Pike continue to pioneer new waters aided by warmer
waters. Perch and crappie populations are growing and invading new waters due to the effects of
climate change. All of these invasive species constitute direct threats to our native fish
populations. Although there is little that can be done on a local level to mitigate for warming
waters, it is incumbent on the Department to take into regard what the future holds for many of
our fisheries as our fish populations deal with the effects of climate change.

There are several mentions in the document of the Flathead Lake and River Fisheries Co-
Management Plan as a guiding document. This agreement expired in 2010 and although the
Department says that they ““continue to cooperate on lake management”, there are fundamental
disagreements in lake management that have resulted in different management actions and rules
between the north and south half of the lake. It’s hardly a real agreement if both sides can pick
and choose which parts of the document they will honor. If the Department wants to continue to
tout the use of a bilateral agreement, the two sides should sit down and come to a mutual
agreement on ““a plan with goals and objectives agreed to by both parties” and manage the entire
lake as a single habitat for the benefit of the fishery and anglers.

There seems to be some confusion between the “Recruitment Source” terms “Wild” and
“Transfer” to define where new members of a fish population came from. “Transfer” is used to
describe wild fish that were transferred from one water body to another. An example would be
Horseshoe Lake (p. 97) where Yellow Perch are listed as “Transfer” even though this is clearly a
reproducing population of illegally introduced fish. “Transfer” does not indicate whether the
transplant was legal or criminal. There still needs to be more clarity in the “Recruitment Source”
field when fish are illegally introduced. We support adding a term to this field that would better
explain when fish were illegally introduced.

0 On page 174, bull trout in Graves Creek and Vermillion River are listed as
“Wild/Transport”. Likely a typo.

Page 154: “However, no major colonization of the Clark Fork River [by smallmouth bass]
upstream of the Flathead River confluence has been detected.” FWP might do well to consult
with area anglers. Smallmouth bass are being caught in good numbers in the Clark Fork upstream
of the Flathead and threaten a popular wild trout fishery.

Page 175: Noxon Reservoir is still listed for a management type of “Suppression” on Noxon
Reservoir. FWP has recently said that they plan to give up on walleye suppression other than
liberal angler regulation in the reservoir. After decades of a policy of not allowing populations of
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walleye west of the Continental Divide, this decision seems to be a poor choice. The department
admits that the walleye population is growing, likely to overpopulate the reservoir and reduce
popular game species while overpopulating the reservoir . Downstream states continue to fight a
growing threat from invasive walleye in Pend Oreille, Lake Roosevelt and the Columbia Basin
and some of these fish have come downstream from Montana. The Noxon walleye population
provides a growing threat to other waters west of the divide by providing a ready source for
bucket biologists and we know from experience that these fish will continue to spread. We think
it would be worth the expense and effort to at least try to crash the walleye population in Noxon
Reservoir through aggressive mechanical removal.

0 We are aware that walleye proponents are again trying to get walleye declared a native
species in Montana. This plan failed in the Legislature in 2009 and has always been a
silly idea. There is no science showing that walleye occupied Montana waters prior to
European settlement and none of the arguments by walleye proponents use viable
scientific evidence. They are not a Montana native fish and to declare native species by
popular fiat is not the way the Department operates. FVTU continues to vehemently
oppose any legal or illegal expansion of walleye west of the Continental Divide and any
attempt to dictate native species solely in order to change management options.

We greatly appreciate the commitment of the Department to science-based fishery management and
continue to commend all of the FWP family for their hard work and dedication to managing our aquatic
resources. Thank you again for this opportunity to submit our comments on the Statewide Fisheries
Management Program and Guide. Flathead Valley Trout Unlimited looks forward to working with FWP
in the future to continue to assure that Montana fisheries remain the best in the world.

Flathead Valley Chapter, Trout Unlimited
P.O. Box 638

Kalispell, MT 59903
flatheadtu@gmail.com
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P.0.Box 7186 Missoula, MT 59807 (406) 543-0054

10 January 2019

Martha Williams, FWP Director

Eileen Ryce, FWP Fisheries Division Administrator
Eric Roberts, FWP Fish Management Bureau Chief
Montana Fish & Wildlife Commission

Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks

1420 East 6™ Avenue

Helena, MT 59620

RE: Comments on walleye management for Statewide Fisheries Management Program
and Guide, and Upper Missouri River Reservoir Management Plan

Dear Fish, Wildlfie and Park and Fish & Wildlife Commissioners,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on potential changes to the
Statewide Fisheries Management Program and Guide (SFMPG). Montana Trout
Unlimited (MTU) would also like for you to consider these comments in regard to
the Upper Missouri River Reservoir Management Plan (UMRRMP). The comments
herein are only about management changes for walleye that Montana Fish, Wildlife
and Parks (FWP) is potentially considering. MTU requests that we also be able to
submit additional comments on the broader scope of the SFMPG as we continue to
review its full contents. The issue of changes in walleye management and
designation, we believe, deserves thorough and separate commentary.

Montana Trout Unlimited represents the interests of more than 4,000
members statewide in protecting, conserving, and restoring coldwater fisheries and
their habitats, especially in regard to wild and native trout. Because walleye have
been introduced to wild and native trout waters in Montana and these non-native
fish are highly predacious on trout, as well as other prey species, it is sometimes
necessary for us to consider how walleye are managed as part of our mission to
conserve trout. It has become clear that proponents of changing walleye
management and designation in various ways intend to do so within the context of
the SFMPG and the UMRRMP. MTU’s comments and recommendations on these
matters fall into three categories.



Walleye regulations within the Upper Missouri River Reservoirs

MTU supports the continued stocking of rainbow trout at recent historic
levels in the reservoir system. We also recognize that costs for this stocking greatly
increased with the illegal introduction of walleye to Canyon Ferry Reservoir in the
1980s. Stocking of larger, older age-class rainbows became necessary to diminish
the amount of predation by walleye on this wild trout fishery. Even though the
introduction of walleye was illegal and managing walleye as a sport fish while
maintaining a very modest (and declining) trout fishery in the reservoir has been a
costly endeavor for FWP, MTU is no longer pushing for suppression of walleye. FWP
data clearly show that after a short lag time, once the walleye population in the
reservoir system increased, it has resulted in a significant decline in Yellow perch
and rainbow trout, both of which have historically been very popular and
productive fisheries. Having diminished these prey species and reached fairly dense
capacities, walleye have, it appears, stunted in size ranges. This phenomenon has
happened throughout the western U.S. in reservoirs, like Canyon Ferry, where water
levels fluctuate significantly between full and low pool each year. We are unaware
of any management tools or practices that can prevent or remedy the stunting of
walleye in such a system. (For reference, please see: Thomas E. McMahon and
David H. Bennett, “Walleye and Northern Pike:Boost or Bane to Northwest
Fisheries?,” Fisheries, Vol. 21, No. 8, Aug. 1996).

Nonetheless, MTU is open to experimenting with different management tools
in the Upper Missouri River reservoirs aimed at diversifying the age- and size-class
of walleye, especially to encourage fewer fish but a higher percentage of larger,
eating-sized and, even, trophy walleye. Having thoroughly reviewed the UMRRMP
and SFMPG on this issue, MTU believes that FWP already has in place the proper
means of evaluating when changes in walleye management should occur and what
those changes might be. Specifically, we support the practice of using a three-year
running average of gill net surveys to evaluate if or when triggers have been hit on
any given species that would result in a management change. MTU also supports
the department’s assessments of implementing different slot or daily (and
possession) limits to try to alter walleye population dynamics within the reservoir
system. We would even consider supporting some ‘pilot’ project to forego the three-
year survey average before trying some walleye slot and/or catch limit changes. We
recognize that it is possible that should such management changes actually work,
reducing the total number of walleye in the reservoirs while increasing their size, it
could reduce the number of piscivorous-sized walleye that occasionally flush down
below Holter dam and pose the risk of negatively impacting the wild trout fishery
from Holter to Cascade (more on that below).

Regardless of the changes in walleye management that the department
considers for the reservoirs, MTU strongly contends that you must continue to
consider the possibility of taking aggressive actions to prevent the walleye fishery
or an explosion of it if there’s further decimation of the perch and rainbow
populations. Surveying and triggers to forestall that outcome need to remain in
place.



Walleye regulations below Holter Dam on the Missouri River

MTU strongly endorses maintaining unlimited harvest for walleyes between
Holter Dam and Cascade. This regulation makes sense for several reasons: 1.) it
helps reduce the risk of increasing walleye predation on salmonids in this reach; 2.)
it serves as a potential control for the walleye population that has been allowed to
flourish in Canyon Ferry Reservoir and then move downstream into the river; and,
3.) it unequivocally states that the primary fishery management objective of FWP for
the river fishery between Holter Dam and Cascade is to maintain a world-class wild
trout population.

When Montana TU asked the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks Commission
to institute a regulation on the Missouri River between Holter Dam and Cascade that
allows unlimited harvest on walleyes, critics, predictably, charged that it resulted
from anti-walleye prejudice. We are hearing those claims again as the issue of lifting
the unlimited harvest regulation is being pressed on FWP, as well as changes in
other regulations for walleye or, even, the unsubstantiated claim that walleye are
native to parts of Montana. The idea that MTU or its members are anti-walleye is
nonsense. Montana TU is fine with walleye fisheries where they currently exist as a
result of historic stocking, such as in the many reservoirs in eastern and central
Montana. On the other hand, it's reasonable fishery management not to manage for
this highly predacious fish in one of the nation’s best wild trout tailwaters. Because
the walleye population has exploded in Canyon Ferry Reservoir, the result of an
illegal introduction in, it appears, the 1980s, the fish have been washing
downstream through Holter and Hauser Reservoirs and into the Missouri River.
Though adverse impacts to the tailwater trout fishery haven’t been detected yet,
there is some likelihood at some point predation and competition could harm the
wild trout population. Because the trout fishery in the river below Holter is one of
the most popular in the state, accounting for roughly 12% of trout angling in
Montana, and generating tens of millions of dollars annually for Montana’s economy,
it is reasonable to ask FWP to demonstrate that this reach of river will be managed
first and foremost for wild trout. And they can do that by allowing anglers to
harvest without limits any walleyes caught in this reach. Whether this regulation
will measurably reduce the walleye population is not certain. But on the other hand,
if this fish is able to gain a stronger foothold in the river, it will be helpful to have
this tool, and, importantly, have FWP demonstrate that wild trout are the priority in
the superb tailwater reach of this great river.

Designation of walleye as native fish east of the Continental Divide

MTU has become aware that there are proponents of designating walleye as a
native fish east of the Continental Divide. There is no good evidence for this claim.
Nonetheless, [ would like to go through the literature that is being cited in support
of a native designation for walleye to clearly demonstrate the spuriousness of the
argument. Maps taken from multiple walleye research papers play heavily in the
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claim that walleye are native to parts of Montana.

Proponents use a map from Review and Assessment of Walleye Genetics and
Stocking in Alberta by Fiona D. Johnston and Andrew ]. Paul, “Figure 1. The native
distribution of walleye in North America” on page 2 of the report (extracted from a paper by
Billington 1996), which has a large, unspecific bubble across most of North America
indicating where walleye could be native. We do not believe this map is a representation of
where walleye naturally occurred. Rather, it appears to demonstrate the geophysical range
where walleye could have occurred naturally because of past glaciation. The report then
includes a state-by-state analysis of walleye distribution, in which the authors state the
stronger and direct conclusion about Montana that: “Walleye are not considered native to
this state (page 36).” That unequivocal statement is based on direct communication with
Montana FWP biologists.

The map proponents reference in the Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat Science
Advisory Report, titled “Science Advice From a Risk Assessment of Walleye (Sander vitreus)
in British Columbia (2010),” which shows North American distribution of walleye, including
to the Continental Divide in Montana, is taken directly from another report - Hartman 2009.
The “Science Advice...” piece provides no original evidence for walleye being native to
Montana. Itis mostly a warning about the high risk walleye pose to B.C. aquatic ecosystems
and explicitly states that “once introduced this species is very difficult to eliminate
suggesting that proactive measures are needed if its spread is deemed undesirable,” as well
as inferring that walleye are an aquatic invasive species because of their negative impacts
on native fish (2).

Hartman'’s “Biological Synopsis of Walleye,” from which the map in the above
publication was taken is a 2009 risk assessment of the impacts of walleye moving into non-
native areas. The abstract therein is unequivocal that “walleye are top predators and will
eat almost any living organism they can get into their mouths(v),” as well as the fact that
“ecosystem effects of these introductions have been wide-ranging and remain difficult to
predict or control(1).” The author elaborates on the impacts walleye have on other fish in a
separate section (5.2) of his report. Nativism aside, these are facts we recommend FWP
consider seriously in regard to managing walleye in Montana. On nativism, the Hartman
synopsis, while reproducing a map that has the eastern portion of Montana shaded as
“native walleye,” explicitly states that “(n)atural distribution includes the eastern parts of
Nebraska, North and South Dakota(3).” There is no other mention of native distribution of
walleye in the western U.S., nor in Montana specifically. Furthermore, text within this
report makes it very clear that the area shaded as “native walleye” on the map is an
exaggeration of actual natural distribution of walleye. The author states that in B.C.
“walleye occur naturally only in the north-eastern corner of the province(4),” whereas the
map has nearly all of B.C. shaded. This seems to confirm that the shading, as with other
publications, represents a very generalized geophysical extent of possible post-glacial
walleye habitat, not evidence of natural walleye distribution. It’s also worth noting that
Hartman claims walleye are not native to anywhere in Alberta province of Canada at
elevations exceeding 1,000m(4). This, too, provides a strong refutation of the notion that
walleye could be native to eastern Montana, which is almost entirely above 1,000m and
similar in other climatic and physical features to Alberta, CA. Hartman further infers that
walleye are not native to Montana (in the headwaters of the Missouri-Mississippi River
basin or Columbia River basin) when he cites previous researchers’ work demonstrating
that this species “were first introduced in the United States northwest in the 1940s and
1950s, and now occur throughout the upper Mississippi and Columbia River basins(4).”
The phrase “now occur” would lead us to the conclusion that walleye did not previously
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occur in the upper Mississippi and Columbia River basins.

Proponents of designating walleye as a native fish in Montana lean heavily on
chapter 4, “Distribution and Population Genetics of Walleye and Sauger,” (Billington,
Wilson, and Sloss), which appears in the American Fisheries Society publication Biology,
Management, and Culture of Walleye and Sauger (2011). This chapter deals, almost entirely,
with the genetic marker studies that have been done on sauger and walleye to determine
evolutionary divergence and distribution. None of those studies have been conducted in or
included Montana populations of fish. Furthermore, the map showing “Boundaries of the
natural distribution of walleye” (page 107) is nearly identical to the one in the Johnson and
Paul (above) document. Both show the extent to which postglacial meltwater during and
after the Pleistocene created isolated and connected waterways that could have allowed the
distribution of walleye or sauger species from Missourian or Mississipian refugia. There is
no direct evidence that walleye inhabited the entire range illustrated in the map, especially
not into Montana. It's worth noting that proponents of the native walleye in Montana claim,
in reference to Biology, Management, and Culture of Walleye and Sauger make the
exaggerated claim that there “are 25 individuals listed as reviewers from across the US and
Canada who apparently had input into this document...and it being published by the
American Fisheries Society...it is probably the most current, comprehensive and widely
accepted publication in existence today.” This publication is a collection of papers, only one
of which has anything to do with walleye in Montana. That is the Billington paper I have
described herein. While it is a current, comprehensive and well-reviewed publication on
walleye and sauger, it is not devoted to their native distribution and, more importantly, it
does not provide any data to support the notion that walleye are native to Montana. Just the
opposite.

Based on the above studies, proponents claim that “findings and more recent data
and analysis” are far more conclusive than the fact that Lewis & Clark did not observe
walleye in Montana. But, none of the studies above include actual findings, data or analysis
regarding native walleye in our state. They simply reproduce the same, very generic mad of
geophysical distribution of potentially walleye-friendly water after the last Ice Age. There is
not one shred of evidence in these studies that walleye were present in Montana before
they were moved to our state deliberately by people.

In addition to the lack of direct evidence for walleye naturally inhabiting Montana
within the literature proponents have presented, there are other circumstances that argue
strongly against the notion of walleye being native to this state. As cited above, FWP has
firmly concluded that “walleye are not considered native to this state.” Regardless of post-
Ice Age meltwater, neither walleye nor sauger could have or did distribute above the Great
Falls of the Missouri River. It was an impassable physical barrier to natural distribution.
There is no fossil or historical records even hinting at the possibility that walleye made it
above that physical barrier. Although there is no similar physical barrier on the
Yellowstone to prevent walleye from having naturally ascended that watershed, there was a
temperature barrier. Because of cold water temperatures, Yellowstone cutthroat trout
inhabited the Yellowstone River as far downstream as the mouth of the Powder River.
Yellowstone cutthroat depend on water temperatures, chemistry, and conditions that are
not suitable for walleye. Nowhere have the two species overlapped. Thus, the clear
evidence of Yellowstone cutthroat in the Yellowstone River is equally clear evidence that
walleye were not and could not have been present even two hundred years ago, much less
as a native species.

Finally, proponents of the unsupported notion that walleye are native to eastern
Montana dispute the most conclusive study on the subject, a 1995 paper by MSU biology
professor William Gould. Proponents disparage as “a bit far-fetched” Gould’s claim that
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walleye were most likely introduced to Nelson Reservoir in the early 1920s from a
population of walleye that was “over 1100km away. As walleye aficionados, these
proponents should not be at all surprised that walleye could easily be transported over
1100km. Walleye eggs are easily transported. We also have a rich history of transporting
less hardy fish much greater distances, including brown trout being moved across the
Atlantic Ocean from their native European rivers to North America.

In short, MTU agrees with FWP’s long-standing, sound conclusion that walleye are
not native in Montana.

Again, we appreciate your commitment to continue wise, science-based
management of our fisheries. You will be hearing similar comments from many of our
members and chapters. Please contact me anytime if you have questions, need clarification,
or wish to share thoughts on these comments.

Sincerely,

David Brooks
Montana Trout Unlimited
david@montanatu.org

Cc:

Tim Aldrich
Dan Vermillion
Richard Stoker
Logan Brower
Shane Colton



United States Department of the Interior
Fish and Wildlife Service

Montana Ecological Services Office
585 Shepard Way, Suite 1
Helena, Montana 59601-6287
Phone: (406) 449-5225 Fax: (406) 449-5339

usS.
FISH & WILDLIFE
SERVICE

In Reply Refer To:
File: M.20. Montana, Fish Wildlife and Parks

February 15, 2019

Martha Williams, Director
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks
1420 East Sixth Avenue

P.O. Box 200701

Helena, MT 59620-0701

Dear Martha:

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) appreciates the opportunity to comment on Montana
Fish, Wildlife and Parks’ (FWP) Montana Statewide Fisheries Management Program and Guide
(Plan). Following the recent partial federal government shutdown, the Service is working diligently
to catch-up on several workload issues, so we appreciate FWP granting an extension for providing
comments on this important document. Our comments were provided by fishery biologists across
our divisions in Montana, including Ecological Services, Montana Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Office, Partners for Fish and Wildlife, and the Refuge program and collated by our Montana
Ecological Services Office. The Service confined our comments to the fish species listed under the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) and select native species of concern. The fish species listed under
ESA in Montana include the endangered Pallid Sturgeon (Scaphirhynchus albus), the threatened
White Sturgeon (Acipenser transmontanus) (Kootenai River population), and threatened bull trout
(Salvelinus confluentus). Artic grayling (Thymalllus arcticus) are not listed under the ESA, but
have been a candidate species since the 1990s.

The Service supports the primary goal of FWP’s Fisheries Division, to protect, maintain, and
restore native fish populations and their genetic diversity, backed by FWP policy and state law.
This goal supports the state programs that manage sensitive native species in a manner that assists
in the maintenance or recovery of those species, and prevents the need to list species under ESA
and aids in the recovery of listed species.



The Service applauds your efforts to develop a management plan for all the fish in Montana.
Having recently completed a recovery plan for a single species (bull trout), we recognize the
difficulties with collecting, consolidating, and organizing this extensive amount of information for
public consumption.

Bull Trout

The Service believes that with the decline of many of the bull trout populations since the last
planning cycle, a greater and more focused effort is needed to achieve the goal of maintaining or
recovering bull trout. The Service is encouraged that the Plan supports opportunities (both on-
going and potential future actions) for non-native species management to improve bull trout
populations in addition to changes in angling regulations. While considerable efforts have occurred
to date in the name of bull trout, many of these efforts have focused on habitat improvement that
have benefits across species. The Service looks forward to working with FWP to identify
areas/populations to implement management actions that go beyond changes to fishing regulations.
For example, suppression efforts in Flathead Lake, Swan Lake, and the efforts undertaken by the
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes (CSKT) and Glacier National Park have undoubtedly
contributed to the maintenance and or increases of bull trout populations in those systems. In
addition, the Service is encouraged by the management direction for the Warm Spring Creek
population. More importantly, these actions have preserved future management options, not only
for recovery but for other interests as well. For example, the loss of Swan Lake could have
profound consequences to several existing and on-gong consultations, agreements, Habitat
Conservation Plans, and habitat investments with the Forest Service, DNRC, NRCS, Corps, and
BPA and could affect their programs.

The efforts FWP have undertaken for native salmonids are admirable. The Service has reviewed
the Management Direction for Yellowstone and Westslope Cutthroat trout and supports FWP’s
active management approaches to conserving those native fish. The Service recognizes the non-
native species management is difficult, and that FWP has made great strides in this arena
concerning native cutthroat trout. The Service is interested in exploring additional management
options for bull trout in light of the declining trends. For example, much of the management
direction for bull trout consists of continued yearlong closures, while for cutthroat much of the
management direction includes enhancement of migratory and resident populations. Unlike many
of the native cutthroat streams, no specific management strategies are identified for brook trout and
brown trout in bull trout streams. While we recognize that many of the fish regulations and
Management Direction are site specific, we recommend that a consistent set of approaches or
options be applied across regions/habitats for the benefit of bull trout.

While the Plan does not include specifics (outside of Flathead and Swan Lakes) related to non-
native species management, the Service would like to identify some general concerns.



For many of the non-native species known to either prey upon or directly compete with bull trout,
FWP has largely identified the “Management Type” as General/ Suppression and the “Management
Direction” as liberalized angling limits or harvest opportunity for those non-native species. The
exception of this is within Swan Lake where the Management Direction was to evaluate tools to
reduce lake trout abundance to benefit native and recreationally important species. The Service
commends FWP for directly addressing the need for prescriptive action within the Swan drainage to
manage the continued threat posed by lake trout. However, the Service is concerned that this type
of prescriptive management direction is not identified for other waters where the threats to bull trout
can be clearly identified, and a management action could be taken to begin to ameliorate those
threats. Again, we recommend consistent set of management tools be identified and applied to
benefit bull trout.

Additionally, while the Service commends FWP for liberalizing angling limits for lake trout in
Flathead Lake in the past, bull trout numbers within the watershed continue to be largely depressed
and or declining. The continued management of Flathead Lake for the benefit of a trophy lake trout
fishery while trying to recover native species are largely conflicting management goals, and have
resulted in the depression of bull trout numbers since the last Fishery Management Plan. It is
concerning that the management of lake trout within Flathead Lake continues to be a controversial
subject, and that the CSKT and FWP have not renewed the Flathead Lake and Rivers Fisheries Co-
Management Plan since the expiration in 2010. Currently the management direction and
regulations specified by the CSKT and FWP are largely conflicting, rendering neither adequate to
fully reach their goals. It is the Services hope that Flathead Lake can be co-managed by the CSKT
and FWP to benefit native species and to ameliorate the threat posed by non-native lake trout and
other invasive species.

The Plan does not provide a cohesive management plan concerning brook trout and brown trout
across bull trout habitats. For example, in the Swan River system, one may not keep brook trout in
several of the bull trout local populations/tributaries. However, in the Rock Creek and Flint Creek
bull trout core areas one may keep brook trout in any of the local populations. In addition, many of
the areas where a bull trout stream enters a larger river (i.e., Big Creek confluence with North Fork
Flathead) are closed to angling while other important confluences are not. In the Kootenai River,
suppression of brown trout is specifically mentioned but no specific target for brown trout
suppression for Warm Spring Creek above Meyers Dam was addressed.

The Service looks forward to working with FWP on establishing a consistent approach to
addressing non-native species concerns in bull trout habitat.

Page 468: We suggest providing a citation(s) for the statement that recent management efforts have
shown that the presence of non-native trout does not necessarily mean that bull trout populations
will decline.



Page 469, includes a reference to the Flathead Lake and River Co-Management Plan. We
recommend that FWP update this plan.

Page 469, under Management Direction: The Service in Montana did not designate Critical Habitat
under the ESA for any water bodies that were not considered occupied unlike other states within the
range of bull trout. We relied almost entirely on FWP field biologist input and information from
the MFISH database to identify areas that represented the best of the remaining populations. It
should also be noted that not all occupied streams were designated. The Service remains optimistic
that options for non-native management is a developing field and several management tools may
become much more acceptable options. We recognize that several areas would require a much
greater effort to establish sustainable populations and should receive lower priority for management
at this point in time.

Pallid Sturgeon

Page 381, first paragraph: We suggest updating references to pallid sturgeon recovery priority
management areas made in this section (per the 1993 recovery plan), and elsewhere in the
document as applicable, to the four pallid sturgeon management units defined in the 2014 revised
recovery plan.

Page 468 and 479, under Pallid Sturgeon: We suggest providing a citation(s) for the statement: It is
currently estimated that fewer than 100 wild adult pallid sturgeon persist in the upper Missouri and
Yellowstone rivers above Lake Sakakawea.

Page 479: under Relevant Management Documents: We suggest updating this section by also
including the following relevant management documents specific to Pallid Sturgeon:

e the Biological Opinion on Operation of the Missouri River Mainstem Reservoir System, the
Operation and Maintenance of the Bank Stabilization and Navigation Project, the Operation
of Kansas River Reservoir System, and the Implementation of the Missouri River Recovery
Management Plan (USFWS 2018);

e the Pallid Sturgeon Range-wide Stocking and Augmentation Plan (USFWS 2008); and,

e the Revised Recovery Plan for the Pallid Sturgeon (Scaphirhynchus albus) (USFWS 2014).

Page 381, Lower Missouri River Drainage: Special Management Issues section, 1st paragraph, 1st
sentence:
“The lower Missouri River is critical habi